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Comprehensive Plans and Key 
Public Investments: Promoting 
Land Uses that Generate Positive 
Fiscal Impacts
Glenn Simmons
Comprehensive planning is about making a 
community a better place to live, work, and play. 
Comprehensive plans usually include public investment 
strategies for future economic growth and vitality; 
however, many lack an acknowledgement of the current 
and future fiscal implications of dispersed versus more 
compact development patterns.  Some public investment 
strategies are more effective than others at growing the tax 
base and promoting fiscally sustainable land uses.  These 
strategies, which take into account the fiscal implications of 
development, are especially critical and relevant given the 
lingering effects of the Great Recession and dramatically 
reduced public resources.  
In Winston-Salem and Forsyth County, a process 
is underway to update the county’s comprehensive plan. 
The City-County Planning staff is critically evaluating 
various demographic and development trends and making 
recommendations to maximize the investment benefits 
of valuable public resources.  In other words, public 
investments that generate net income greater than the costs 
of service delivery should have priority consideration 
by governing bodies.  Particularly during the current 
economic climate, the ability to identify and target scarce 
discretionary funds to stimulate sustainable economic 
growth and promote quality of life is a most important 
strategy.  
Background
Like many of North Carolina’s urban counties, 
Forsyth County’s overall population grew between 1980 
and 2010, while municipal population densities decreased 
(see Figure 1).  Over that same time period, suburban 
growth in Winston-Salem consumed land at one and a half 
times the growth of its population while congestion rose 
and estimated vehicle miles traveled more than tripled. 
These trends are the result of decades of public policies 
and market forces, which accelerated suburban growth and 
subsequent municipal annexations in Winston-Salem.   
Most suburban infrastructure is built and paid for by 
private developers.  However once dedicated, it becomes 
the public’s obligation to “take care” of the extra miles 
of ageing roadways, utility lines, and widely dispersed 
facilities.  Even less obvious are the increasing costs 
associated with the wear and tear on service vehicles, the 
time public servants must spend simply moving from one 
job site to another, and the price of fuel and petroleum-
related materials.  
While most governmental budgets and capital 
improvement plans reference comprehensive plan 
recommendations as a way to prioritize public revenue 
allocations, in actuality, most revenues in current year 
operating budgets are already encumbered for the 
operation and maintenance of existing services, programs, 
and facilities.  Where limited discretionary funds are 
available, it is increasingly important that municipalities 
not only evaluate the direct benefits of a particular capital 
project, but also the project’s capacity to spur additional 
private investments in priority land uses which are more 
economically sustainable over a longer period of time.  
Running Out of Land
While lower density development is inherently 
more costly to serve, Forsyth County’s relatively small 
geographic size adds to the urgency to make more efficient 
economic use of its remaining serviceable land area.  As a 
recent Geographic Information Systems analysis reveals, 
only 31 percent of Forsyth County’s land area that is 
suitable for municipal services is vacant and available 
for new development.  The County risks running out of 
developable and serviceable land within twenty years if 
new development continues at the same pace and densities 
as the last twenty years.  Over that same twenty year 
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time period, the state demographer projects that Forsyth 
County will grow by an additional 120,000 people despite 
the recent development slow down.  To accommodate this 
population growth, more sustainable growth management 
strategies will have to be pursued.
Promote Fiscally Efficient Land Uses
It is no secret that on a per acre basis denser 
development yields a higher tax base than comparable, but 
more sparsely developed growth patterns.  For example, 
one 145 unit residential apartment building in downtown 
Winston-Salem yields $269,000 per acre in tax revenue 
compared to the same number of moderately priced single 
family residential homes which yield approximately 
$6,000 per acre.  Even higher-end residential subdivisions 
yield only about $18,000 of tax revenue per acre.  Mixed-
use residential, office and commercial developments in an 
urban setting generate a much greater per acre tax revenues 
with minimal additional public infrastructure costs.  
Planners advocated compact growth for years, 
but in busier economic times such considerations were 
paid little heed as land availability, low energy costs, 
private lending practices, and consumer preferences 
perpetuated suburban growth in accordance with 
established public policy and practices.  Just as compact 
development tends to do a better job of generating greater 
tax revenues, it also tends to be more efficient and less 
costly to serve with municipal services.  It costs the city 
$100,000 to resurface a mile of two lane streets regardless 
of whether it serves fifty residences of five hundred.
Recognizing both the fiscal synergies of more 
compact growth and Forsyth County’s desire to attract a 
knowledge-based workforce, the draft Comprehensive 
Plan Update recommends that the elected bodies target 
some portion of the annual budget toward that key 
objective.  By intentionally committing public resources 
for urban amenities such as sidewalks, street trees, parks 
and other pedestrian elements at designated activity 
centers and downtown locations, in addition to other 
economic development incentives, the City can catalyze 
private investment.  Cities like Greenville, South Carolina, 
and more recently Chattanooga, Tennessee, benefitted 
tremendously from such public investment initiatives as 
they reinvented their communities’ urban character and 
improved their economic attractiveness.  
Public Investments to Spur Private Investment
Many communities advertise their willingness to 
partner with companies to entice new jobs and capital 
investments in downtown areas.  By making specific 
Figure 1.  Winston-Salem density and population change 1920-2010
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recommendations for urban investment and emphasizing 
collaboration with companies as a strategic part of its 
comprehensive plan, Winston-Salem and Forsyth County 
can signal its intention to become more urban to both 
private developers and the “creative class”.  Fortunately, 
these types of improvements tend to be less costly, 
and potentially more efficient in incentivizing new 
private investment than some other forms of economic 
development initiatives.  For example, $2 million of 
pedestrian improvements in downtown Winston-Salem in 
the early 2000s, helped incentivize $100 million in private 
investments in new downtown housing, a 51% increase in 
restaurants and pubs and a 113% increase in retail shops 
over the following six years.  
Conclusion
By highlighting the fiscal benefits of key public 
investments in the urban form, Winston-Salem and Forsyth 
County’s update of their comprehensive plan benefits from 
the experiences of other growing southern metropolitan 
regions and embraces economic opportunities afforded 
by national and local trends.  In addition to promoting 
transportation options and cultural vibrancy, targeted 
investments in the urban form can grow the overall tax 
base as it simultaneously reduces the need to spend 
valuable public resources on less sustainable land uses.  
Good planning translates directly to a community’s fiscal 
“bottom line”, works to support the service needs of the 
entire community, and thus signifies the relevancy of the 
planning profession especially during tight economic 
times.
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